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The past two decades have seen major changes in public income support for prime-
age adults and their children. Declining entitlements to cash assistance, a shift in income
support from nonworkers to workers, and increased state and local variation in program
rules and administration have all contributed to the growing interest in understanding
the characteristics and conditions of program participants and nonparticipants. Many
scholars and policymakers have focused on understanding the numbers, characteristics,
and conditions of what is becoming known as the “disconnected”: those who appear to
have no other source of income but who do not access available public support. Much of
this interest is driven by concerns that a growing proportion of low-income single-
mother families are disconnected (Loprest, 2003; Loprest & Nichols, 2011) and that
these disconnected families are particularly vulnerable.
There are many challenges to conducting research on the disconnected population,
not the least of which is that, by deﬁnition, they cannot be identiﬁed in existing program
data. In the years since welfare reform, there has been growing interest in understanding
those who left the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) cash assistance pro-
gramwithout having securedwork. Thus, the use of the term “disconnected” has often re-
ferred to the situation in which former TANF assistance recipients appear to have no
source of income from employment (for a recent review, see Loprest, 2011). A few recent
studies deﬁne disconnected as low-income single mothers with very low earnings andhan3@wisc.edu (E. Han),
. This is an open access article underwelfare receipt (Blank & Kovak, 2009; Loprest & Nichols, 2011; Loprest & Zedlewski,
2006). These studies focus on the prevalence of disconnection, the extent to which discon-
nection persists for long periods of time, population attributes, other sources of support, and
service utilization. In so doing, these studies provide insight into the characteristics and ex-
periences of speciﬁc subsets of the disconnected population.
Research to date has been particularly useful in understanding disconnection of single
mothers, especially those involved in TANF; however, little is known about the disconnec-
tion of those who have never been TANF cash recipients. Further, while a number of stud-
ies note that many of those disconnected from TANF receive some form of public
assistance, less is known about the importance of these other sources of support. More-
over, to the best of our knowledge, no analysis explicitly compares those who are discon-
nected from TANF with those disconnected from other income support programs. Finally,
while some evidence shows increases in disconnection over time (Loprest, 2003; Loprest
& Nichols, 2011; Moore, Wood, & Rangarajan, 2012; Turner, Danziger, & Seefeldt, 2006),
most analyses focus on a single cohort and estimates are sensitive to the deﬁnition of dis-
connection, the sample, and data sources.
This paper aims to address some of these gaps. First, we contrast the character-
istics and outcomes of families with children drawn from Wisconsin administrative
records who received beneﬁts from TANF or the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP) in the second quarter of 2001, 2007, or 2010. For each group, pro-
gram participation, joint participation, and disconnection in the second quarter of
the next calendar year were analyzed. By comparing different populations of inter-
est, this analysis contributes to the literature on the incidence and patterns of dis-
connection. This study also provides evidence of changes over the past decade in
program participation and disconnection by comparing three cohorts, including
those who participated during the recent economic downturn. Finally, by utilizing
a rich set of administrative data linked across many programs, this analysis focuses,
in particular, on the sensitivity of more or less broad measures of public program
participation in identifying the disconnected.the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
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2.1. From multiple program participation to disconnection
Disconnection is one extreme state in the “space” of possible income
and program participation outcomes experienced by individuals and
families. These outcomes have been conceptualized in a variety of
ways, highlighting changes over time as well as joint participation and
nonparticipation. Following individuals and families, analysts have fo-
cused on a number of post-welfare alternatives (e.g., Acs & Loprest,
2004). For example, studies on welfare leavers typically begin with a
population of families who participated in TANF or its predecessor, Aid
to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), but who left after 1996.
These studies investigate their subsequent employment (e.g., Acs &
Loprest, 2004; Cancian, Haveman, Meyer, &Wolfe, 2002); participation
in other means-tested programs (e.g., Acs & Loprest, 2004); and multi-
ple program participation dynamics (e.g., Cancian, Meyer, &Wu, 2005).
These studies usually focus on those who go on to be employed or oth-
erwise connected, but studies on the disconnected exclude those with
substantial earnings or measured welfare income (e.g., Turner et al.,
2006).
Another strain of studies considers the intensity of public pro-
gram participation, often highlighting the implications and compli-
cations of multiple program participation. These analyses have
emphasized a range of issues, from implementation questions to
more conceptual concerns. Implementation questions include con-
cerns about whether program rules are compatible (e.g., differences
in asset tests across programs); whether differential funding
sources create unintended incentives (e.g., state agencies encour-
aged to inappropriately move TANF-receiving families to Supple-
mental Security Income [SSI] because SSI is federally funded;
Schmidt & Sevak, 2004); and whether bureaucratic processes inhib-
it program enrollment (e.g., welfare leavers also left SNAP due to
bureaucratic processes or low levels of beneﬁts; Zedlewski &
Brauner, 1999). Conceptual concerns include whether different pro-
grams are conceived of and implemented as substitutes or comple-
ments (e.g., cash welfare and child welfare (Courtney, 1997) or cash
welfare and child support (Cancian, Meyer, & Caspar, 2008). In ad-
dition to these concerns, there has been growing interest in study-
ing the mirror image of disconnection: the intensity of program
use and the possibility that a relatively small proportion of families
may account for a high proportion of both costs and services used.
However, a full understanding of the extent to which multiple pro-
gram participation and disconnection occurs has been hampered by
the lack of consistent information across multiple programs in the
survey data (Meyer, Mok, & Sullivan, 2009; Rosenbaum & Dean,
2011).
The measure of disconnection provides important implications
for policy design and evaluation. In contrast to the negative connota-
tions of disconnection, the positive connotation of transitioning to
“self-sufﬁciency” (sometimes deﬁned as leaving all means-tested
public beneﬁts) is an explicit goal of many welfare reform efforts.
The success of welfare reforms, however, may vary substantially
with measures of success. For example, Cancian and Meyer (2004)
follow a cohort of former TANF participants and contrast assess-
ments of success of welfare reform based on three difference mea-
sures: (1) self-sufﬁciency operationalized as low reliance on
means-tested beneﬁts including TANF, SSI, and SNAP; (2) avoiding
poverty; and (3) avoiding material hardship. They found that about
only 60% of self-sufﬁcient groups could avoid poverty and material
hardship, which indicates that a signiﬁcant proportion of former
welfare participants are disconnected from the public safety net
while they are in need. In addition to measures of poverty and mate-
rial hardship, the measure of disconnection has important implica-
tions for policy evaluation by capturing those who have low
income but who are outside the public safety net.2.2. Deﬁnition and measure of disconnection
Deﬁnitions and measures of disconnection vary across studies. In
an early study on the disconnected using a the National Survey of
American Families (NSAF), Loprest (2003) deﬁned disconnected for-
mer TANF recipients as those who did not have income from employ-
ment, TANF, or Supplemental Security Income (SSI), and did not live
with a working spouse or partner. Most other studies on disconnec-
tion of former welfare recipients using state level data adopted a
similar deﬁnition of disconnection, but a few studies did take into ac-
count other program participation. For example, two studies consid-
ered mothers who received Unemployment Insurance (UI) beneﬁts
as connected (Moore et al., 2012; Turner et al., 2006). A study follow-
ing former TANF recipients in New Jersey excluded incarcerated
mothers from the disconnected group, since the researchers considered
incarceration as an alternative form of connection (Moore et al., 2012).
Accordingly, estimates on the disconnected vary by study, from 1.1 to
20.2%, due to state/local variation, different years of study, and different
measures of disconnection.
As TANF caseloads fell and fewer eligible individuals received
beneﬁts, recent studies on disconnection broadened the base sample to
poor single mothers, regardless of their previous or current TANF partic-
ipation, using national survey data (Blank & Kovak, 2009; Loprest &
Nichols, 2011; Loprest & Zedlewski, 2006). These studies not only used
a deﬁnition of disconnection similar to those used by studies on former
welfare recipients, but they also explored different aspects of several def-
initions and measures of disconnection. For example, Blank and Kovak
(2009) addressed three different measures of disconnection: not in
school and (1) no earnings or TANF receipt; (2) low levels of earnings
andTANF receipt; (3) low levels of earnings, TANF receipt, and SSI receipt.
These studies also considered different time frames, from a month to an
entire year.
Although the estimates on disconnection vary across these mea-
sures and data sources, these existing studies provide some evidence
of the increase in disconnected single mothers over the last ﬁfteen
years. For example, Blank and Kovak (2009) suggest that the propor-
tion disconnected increased from 9.9 to 20.0% among low-income
single mothers based on the Current Survey on Population (CPS)
when applying the strictest measure of disconnection (i.e., not in
school with no annual earnings and no welfare receipt in the past
year) between 1990 and 2005. They particularly point out that the
share of disconnected single mothers increasedmore than 5 percent-
age points between 2000 and 2005. Similarly, Loprest and Nichols
(2011), using the 1996, 2001, 2004, and 2008 SIPP (Survey of Income
and Program Participation) panels, suggest that just slightly over 10%
of low-income single mothers were disconnected in 1996, while
about 20% were disconnected in the late 2000s. They deﬁne a single
mother as disconnected if she is not in school and has no family earn-
ings nor beneﬁts from TANF and SSI for four months prior to the in-
terview. These studies deﬁne low-income as less than 200% of
Federal Poverty Line (FPL).
2.3. Personal circumstances of disconnected single mothers
Exiting studies suggest that disconnected single mothers are de-
mographically similar to all low-income single mothers but they are
more likely to face personal barriers to employment than their
counterparts. For example, disconnected single mothers are less ed-
ucated, having often dropped out of high school, have more physical
and mental health problems, have a history of substance abuse or
domestic violence, and are more likely to have young or disabled
children than connected low-income single mothers (Blank &
Kovak, 2009; Loprest & Nichols, 2011). While just half of all low-
income mothers reported at least one barrier to work, two-thirds
of disconnected single mothers reported at least one barrier to em-
ployment (Blank & Kovak, 2009). Research on welfare leavers also
1 Nationally the averagemonthly AFDC/TANF caseloads decreased by 60% from 4.5 mil-
lion in 1996 to 1.8 million in 2011 (US DHHS ACF Archives, n.d.). In contrast, monthly
SNAP caseloads increased by180% from7.5 million in 2001 to 21.1 million in 2011 (Rosso,
2003; Strayer et al., 2012). In a typicalmonth of 2011, about 45 million individuals, or 15%
of U.S. residents, received SNAP.
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al barriers to work, including low human capital, physical and men-
tal health problems, needing to care for children, and substance
abuse. Nationally, more than half of the disconnected welfare
leavers reported more than two barriers in 2002 (Loprest &
Zedlewski, 2006). Chronically disconnected mothers are also more
likely to have barriers to work than those with a short spell of dis-
connection (Blank & Kovak, 2009; Turner et al., 2006).
These personal barriers are negatively correlated with ﬁnding a
job and staying in that job. They may also hinder welfare leavers
and low-income single mothers in accessing the public beneﬁts and
services available to them. Although some disconnected mothers
have reached the time limit and thus are no longer eligible for
TANF, some women with low incomes who are eligible for cash ben-
eﬁts do not return to assistance. These disconnected women may
also have some barriers in applying for and staying in other non-
cash public beneﬁts, such as SNAP. Previous studies suggest that a
substantial number of welfare leavers might have very limited
knowledge about supplemental beneﬁts or could be confused about
eligibility for the beneﬁts (Acs & Loprest, 2004; Loprest, 2003).
Moreover, it could be difﬁcult for some women with substance
abuse or mental health problems to deal with complicated applica-
tion and recertiﬁcation processes.
While some disconnected mothers have income from family or
household members or receive other supplemental beneﬁts such
as SNAP, Medicaid, housing assistance, and child support, their par-
ticipation rate in these programs does not compensate for their low
earnings and TANF receipt. For example, Loprest and Nichols
(2011) indicate that 49.9% of disconnected single mothers received
SNAP, 46.6% were covered by public health insurance, 20.8% re-
ceived housing assistance, and 30.4% received child support in
2008. Among other low-income mothers, participation rates were
44.1%, 42.7%, 20.3%, and 28.6%, respectively, in the same year. It
should be noted that studies using national survey data face several
important limitations in measuring income and program participa-
tion. Errors and underreporting in both income and participation in
mean-tested programs are persistent in survey data (Davern,
Klerman, Baugh, Call, & Greenberg, 2009; Meyer & Goerge, 2011;
Meyer et al., 2009), which can bias the count of the disconnected
single mothers using these services.
There has also been some effort to gain a better understanding of
the coping strategies of disconnected individuals and families using
qualitative research methods. These studies consider individuals be-
yond previous TANF cash recipients, although receipt of welfare is
included as a deﬁning characteristic of the individuals interviewed
(Cleaveland, 2007; Sorensen & Kaplan, 2013; Zedlewski et al.,
2003). For example, Cleaveland (2007) conducted an ethnographic
study of 29 women in two Philadelphia neighborhoods who were ei-
ther unemployed or previous or current TANF recipients. Her study
provides insight into their life situations, including their approaches
to generating income. All 29 women in her study were unable to ﬁnd
work with wages high enough to lift them above poverty. Most of
these women tried to survive by working in the informal market and
combining income from public beneﬁts and under-the-table jobs.
Zedlewski et al., (2003), shifting the focus from former TANF recipients
to extremely poor familieswhowere not receiving cash beneﬁts, provides
insight into why the 95 families interviewedwere not working or receiv-
ing cash assistance and how they copedwith the apparent lack of income.
This study describes potential sources of informal income from family,
friends, child support, in-kind programs, and nonproﬁt organizations.
Similarly, Sorensen and Kaplan (2013) interviewed 32 people who re-
ceived either UI or SNAP beneﬁts in 2008 but had no formal earnings
and received no major public beneﬁts for all of calendar year 2009. The
in-depth interviews reveal that many respondents relied on temporary
work, support from families and friends, and other public beneﬁts such
as the Women, Infants and Children Nutrition Program (WIC), and low-income housing or shelter programs, and most faced serious hardships.
Some also struggled with mental or physical health problems, which
often contributed to sizable debt, especially among those with long‐
term physical disabilities.
3. Policy context
As mentioned earlier, disconnection is one extreme state in the
space of possible earnings and program participation outcomes experi-
enced by families. The number and pattern of disconnection, therefore,
is expected to vary with the unemployment rate as well as with policy
changes. Research indicates that the short recession in the early 2000s
contributed to an increase in numbers of former welfare mothers
disconnected from cash assistance and wage earnings (Moore et al.,
2012). A descriptive analysis using the most recent SIPP panel also
suggests that the number of disconnected single mothers has been in-
creasing during the recent economic recession (Loprest & Nichols,
2011).
Policy changes over time could impact the number and proportion of
the disconnected as well. The Personal Responsibility andWork Oppor-
tunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA) replaced the cash entitle-
ment for families with minor children with temporary cash assistance
andwork support. Under the new law, TANF cash beneﬁt or job services
recipients are required to participate in a work activity for an average of
at least 30 h perweek (20 h for a single-parent family with a child under
age 6). Noncompliance with the work requirement may trigger full or
partial sanctions that reduce or terminate cash beneﬁt for families
(Pavetti, Derr, & Hesketh, 2003; Wu, Cancian, Meyer, & Wallace, 2006;
Wu, Cancian, & Wallace, 2014). In addition, TANF cash beneﬁts are
generally provided to a family for a maximum of 60 months within its
lifetime. Studies suggests that these speciﬁc TANF polices, including
sanctions for noncompliance with TANF work requirements and
time limits, are associated with the increasing number of the discon-
nected as well as a decrease in the TANF coverage rate among the
families with children in poverty (Bentele & Nicoli, 2012; Moore
et al., 2012).
While TANF has been serving a smaller percentage of poor families,
SNAP has become more accessible to the eligible population.1 The
ratio of the number of families with minor children on TANF for every
100 such families in poverty was on average 27% in the 2010–11 period
(Pavetti, Finch, & Schott, 2013). In contrast, 75% of eligible individualswas
estimated to have received SNAP in 2009 (Leftin, Eslami, & Strayer, 2011).
While SNAP used to be an auxiliary program to cash assistance in the
1990s, changes in SNAP policy have made this program more accessible
to the eligible households and individuals over the last two decades. For
instance, a set of changes including simpliﬁed reporting for earners,
lengthening the recertiﬁcation periods, vehicle exemption, expansion of
categorical eligibility, and the transition to the Electronic Beneﬁts Transfer
(EBT) card is associated with the increase in SNAP caseloads and take-up
rates (Klerman & Danielson, 2011; Mabli, Martin, & Castner, 2009;
Ratcliffe, McKerman, & Finegold, 2008). A larger proportion of poor or
near-poor families who never received TANF are now receiving SNAP
than ever before.
Due to the block grant structure and states' budget constraints, TANF
does not naturally respond to the economic cycle (since available funding
will not rise, and may naturally fall, with an economic downturn)
(Bentele & Nicoli, 2012). In contrast, SNAP is responsive to the economic
cycle since it is a federally funded entitlement programwith substantially
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Nationally the number of families on TANF modestly increased by an av-
erage of 13% between December 2007 and December 2009 with wide
variation across states from a 48% increase to a 29% decrease (Pavetti,
Trisi, & Schott, 2011). The variation across states becamemore prominent
between 2007 and 2009. Since the ofﬁcial end of recession in June 2009,
TANF caseloads continued to grow in 21 states but fell sharply in the
others, although unemployment rates remained high in most states
(Pavetti et al., 2011). Unlike TANF, SNAP caseloads increased in every
state after the recession began, and the growth continued until 2011 dur-
ing the prolonged economic downturn. Nationally SNAP caseloads in-
creased by an average of 45% between December 2007 and December
2009 and continued to increase by an average of 80% until 2011 (Pavetti
et al., 2011; Strayer, Leftin, & Eslami, 2012). TANF caseloads inWisconsin,
the state of interest in this study, increased by about 16% between 2007
and 2009; and then increased dramatically between 2009 and 2011,
resulting in a total increase in the TANF caseload of approximately 98%
between December 2007 and December 2011.2 SNAP caseloads in
Wisconsin increased by 130% between December 2007 and December
2011.3While the trend inWisconsin SNAP caseloadwas similar to the na-
tional trend, the participation rates inWisconsinwere higher than the na-
tional average.
In this study, we also consider Medical Assistance (MA) as a
connecting program in an alternative measure of disconnection. MA,
including Medicaid and State Children's Health Insurance Program
(SCHIP), also expanded dramatically over the last decade (CBO, 2013).
Medicaid covers low-income children and parents, pregnant women,
and aged, blind, or disabled individuals,4 while SCHIP covers uninsured
children in familieswith incomes that aremodest but too high to qualify
for Medicaid. States are given ﬂexibility in designing their SCHIP
eligibility requirements and policies within broad federal guidelines.
As a result, some states cover children up to 133% of FPL, the minimum
requiredMedicaid level, but a few other states cover children up to 200
to 300% of the FPL as of January 1, 2013 (Kaiser Family Foundation State
Health Facts, 2013).Wisconsin has developed a form of family coverage
ofMA since 1999 that covers both children and their parentswith an in-
come at or below 185% of the FPL. Wisconsin then eliminated income
limits for children's coverage and expanded coverage for parents and
caretaker relatives with incomes at or below 200% of the FPL, starting
in 2009. The number of individuals served by the family-based MA in
Wisconsin has almost tripled, from 263,000 in December 1999 to
776,000 in December 2011.5
Policy changes over time within a state clearly inﬂuence the ex-
tent and pattern of multiple program participation and disconnec-
tion. While this study does not aim to identify the effects of speciﬁc
policy changes within the state on disconnection, it does offer
some evidence of the potential scale of the impacts of these policy
changes by comparing rates of disconnection across three different
cohorts. In addition, the 1996 PRWORA shifted the authority to de-
termine many program requirements and rules within the broad
federal guideline to the hands of the states. In this context, this
study provides an example of how states' policy choices relate to pat-
terns of disconnection.2 Wisconsin Department of Children and Family provides statistics on monthly TANF
caseloads at http://dcf.wi.gov/researchandstatistics/rsdata/w2data.htm.
3 Wisconsin Department of Health Services. Food Share Wisconsin Data. Available at
http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/em/rsdata/index.htm.
4 Medicaid cover infants and children up to age 6with household incomes up to 133% of
the FPL, children ages 6 through 18 with household incomes up to 100% of the FPL, preg-
nant women with income below 133% of FPL, parents whose income is within the state's
eligibility limit for AFDC; and most seniors and individuals with disabilities who receive
cash assistance through the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program.
5 Wisconsin Department of Health Services. Wisconsin Medicaid. Available at https://
www.forwardhealth.wi.gov/WIPortal/portals/0/staticContent/Member/caseloads/481-
caseload.htm.4. Data, sample, and methods
4.1. Data
We estimate the size and characteristics of populations inWisconsin
who have participated in TANF or SNAP, and are disconnected from,
while potentially in need of, public assistance. While the focus of this
study is on nonparticipants, especially those who appear to be discon-
nected from both employment and public income support programs,
patterns of multiple program participation—which, as noted, may be
considered the mirror image of disconnection—are also documented.
Differences in subsequent disconnection among three cohorts of TANF
and SNAP participants (those participating in the second quarter of
2001, 2007, or 2010) are addressed.
We select the three different cohorts—participants in 2001, 2007 and
2010—in an effort to capture different points in the macroeconomic
cycle and policy changes over time. The unemployment rate was rela-
tively low in 2001 and 2007, just before short (following 2001) and
long (after 2007) recessions. In both periods, the unemployment rate
in Wisconsin6 averaged less than 4.5% in the base year and then in-
creased to more than 5% in the following year. For the 2010 cohort,
the unemployment rate averaged over 8% in the base year and then de-
creased to 7.5% in the following year.
To identify the population of program participants, and to measure
their later history of program participation and earnings, we rely on
uniquemerged longitudinal administrative data that have been extract-
ed and developed at the Institute for Research on Poverty in collabo-
ration with Wisconsin state agencies. The research ﬁle is based on
information extracted from the following sources: (1) the Client As-
sistance for Re-Employment and Economic Support (CARES) system,
which includes full administrative records for TANF, SNAP, Medical
Assistance (MA), and child care subsidy programs, information on
SSI, Social Security beneﬁts (SS), and Social Security Disability Insurance
(SSDI), and related demographic information for program participants;
(2) the Kids Information Data System (KIDS), the state administrative
data system for the child support enforcement program; and (3) the
Unemployment Insurance (UI)wage and beneﬁt ﬁles.Wide-ranging in-
formation for the full period of study was extracted from most of these
sources. The exception is UI beneﬁts information, which is not available
for the ﬁrst cohort.
These data have a number of strengths and limitations for the pur-
poses of this analysis. A principal advantage is that administrative data
provide full and accurate measures of income and work support re-
ceived from public programs, including UI beneﬁts and four means-
tested beneﬁts: TANF, SNAP,MA, and subsidized child care. They also in-
clude comprehensive information on formal child support (CS) received
and earnings in UI-covered employment, as well as information on re-
ceipt of SSI, SS, and SSDI for participants in TANF or SNAP. The detailed
information available in the administrative sources, which we have
matched, allows us to consider measurement issues, including alterna-
tive measures of disconnection. In addition, the large samples allow us
to focus on subpopulations of particular interest. Finally, the long longi-
tudinal histories available for most of these data systems allow us to
make cross-cohort comparisons and consider changes over time using
similar measures.
These data are, however, limited in a number of important ways. For
example, they include limited measures of family and household struc-
ture and changes in household composition over time. They also provide
no measure of informal support (e.g., charities, food pantries, informal
support from family and friends), earnings from informal employment
(such as temporary, intermittent, part-time, day labor, and contract
work), out-of-state earnings, and federal employment. Other government
beneﬁts like child nutrition programs, housing assistance, and energy6 Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemploy-
ment Statistics.
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grams and individuals in the state of Wisconsin, limiting the generaliz-
ability of our results to other regions, as well as our ability to capture
income sources or program participation for individuals who leave the
state.7
4.2. Sample
This analysis follows participants identiﬁed as being originally “con-
nected” in TANF or SNAP, means-tested income support programs.
Wisconsin's TANF program, called Wisconsin Works (W-2), is generally
available only to parents of minor children who have no earnings and
no or very limited other means of support. SNAP is generally provided
to either households with a monthly gross income less than 130% of
FPL and limited assets, or the categorically eligible households who re-
ceive TANF, SSI, or state funded general assistance beneﬁts. The 1996
PRWORAallowed states to expand categorical eligibility to those receiving
awide range of beneﬁts and services,8Wisconsin has adopted the “broad-
based” categorical eligibility since 2004. All SNAP applicants are categori-
cally eligible if their gross incomes are at or below 200% of FPL and they
have received information on access to the online employment service.
The TANF population in this study is deﬁned to include cases which
received at least $50 of cash assistance in anymonth in the second quar-
ter of 2001, 2007, and 2010. Although there is no ofﬁcial minimum cash
beneﬁt amount in Wisconsin,9 very small amounts of TANF cash pay-
ments occur primarily due to two situations. First, an individual may
start or end eligibility at a time that does not coincide with themonthly
beneﬁt period. In addition, small payment amounts can occur when an
individual is sanctioned due to noncompliance with work requirement.
Taking into account these two reasons, we deﬁne families as partici-
pants in TANF cash assistance in months in which the TANF cash pay-
ment amount is at least $50. The resulting sample sizes are generally
consistent with the administrative record provided by the Wisconsin
Department of Children and Families.10 Because our principal interest
is in families including working-age resident parents and minor chil-
dren, cases with parents who were over 60 or under 18 years of age at
the time of sample selection were excluded. The ﬁnal sample sizes for
the TANF families are 8385 (2001), 7245 (2007), and 13,928 (2010).
The SNAP population is deﬁned as cases that include at least one non-
elderly parent and his or her minor children, and received at least $10 of
SNAP beneﬁts in any month11 in the second quarter of 2001, 2007, and
2010. Administrative records provide information on all householdmem-
bers eligible for SNAP each month. As only prime-age adults and their
children were considered for this analysis, other household members
were excluded from the unit of analysis (i.e., related or non-related
householdmembers including adult children, other relatives, roommates,
and so on). The ﬁnal sample sizes are 51,641 (2001), 93,442 (2007), and
143,700 (2010) families. The resulting sample sizes are smaller than the7 However, the very low rates of total disconnection suggest that few individuals leave
the state for an extended period.
8 The number of states to choose the broad-based categorical eligibility has increased
over time. As of July 201, 43 states chose broad-based categorical eligibility in 2013 (Falk
& Aussenberg, 2013).
9 Wisconsin TANF provides a ﬁxedmonthly beneﬁt of $628 or $673 permonth depend-
ing on the readiness for work.
10 Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. Wisconsin Works (W-2) Statistics.
Available at http://dcf.wi.gov/researchandstatistics/rsdata/w2data.htm.
11 Our minimum amount rule is based on ofﬁcial program rules. From 1977 to Septem-
ber 2008, the minimum SNAP beneﬁt was $10 for one- and two-person households. The
2008 Farm Act—effective October 1, 2008—increased the $10 minimum beneﬁt for one-
and two-person households to $14. The minimum beneﬁt increased from $14 to $16 on
April 1, 2009, as a result of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009. In addi-
tion, there can be some months in which the SNAP amounts are negative, reﬂecting a re-
coupment of previous overpayments. Therefore, we include months in which the SNAP
amounts are at least $10 and exclude months in which SNAP amounts are less than $10.
We also include any month with a negative amount if it is preceded and followed by a
month with positive amounts of at least $10. Months with negative amounts that are pre-
ceded or followed by a month with less than $10 are excluded.total caseload in the administrative record provided by theWisconsin De-
partment of Health Services, since we select only cases with prime-age
adults and their minor children.
4.3. Measures of program participation and disconnection
The unit of analysis is a “family,” containing at least one prime-age
parent and his or her minor child(ren). We try to capture the extent to
which families concurrently participated in multiple programs and for-
mal employment. Records from each public assistance program provide
monthly data on program participation, while UI records provide data
on quarterly earnings per person. In order to be consistent across pro-
grams and earnings, we use quarterlymeasures of programparticipation.
If a family has participated in a given program in any month in a given
quarter, we consider that the family participated in the program in that
quarter.We choose the secondquarter in the sample year to avoid the po-
tential changes in participation records associated with calendar year
clean up.
Wemeasure disconnection in the secondquarter of the following year
for each cohort. We utilize the traditional measure and four alternative
measure of disconnection for this study. First, we employ the traditional
measure of disconnection such as not receiving any cash assistance
from TANF and SSI and having no earnings in the second quarter of the
following year. Alternatively, we choose increasingly strict measures of
disconnection: 1) No cash assistance from either means-tested program
(e.g., TANF, and SSI) or social insurance programs (e.g., SSDI/SS and UI)
and no earnings; 2) No cash assistance, no earnings, and no SNAP; 3)
No cash assistance, no earnings, no SNAP, and noMA; and 4) No cash as-
sistance, no earnings, no SNAP, noMA, and no child support in the second
quarter in 2002, 2008, and 2011. The results of the ﬁve measures of dis-
connection for both TANF and SNAP families by cohort are presented in
Table 5.
5. Results
5.1. Program participation: Cross-program and cross-cohort comparisons
Table 1 presents the location and basic demographic characteristics
of the families with minor children participating in TANF and SNAP in
each of three cohorts: 2001, 2007, and 2010. As can be seen, TANF par-
ticipation fell somewhat between 2001 and 2007, and then increased by
more than 80% between 2007 and 2010, with 13,298 families with
prime-age adults and minor children receiving TANF cash beneﬁts. In
all three cohorts, most TANF recipients lived in the state's largest
urban area, Milwaukee County, although the proportion in Milwaukee
fell over time (from 78 to 65%). TANF participants are predominantly
young (with approximately three-quarters under the age of 35) and sin-
gle mothers (88 to 92%). The proportion of participants who are Black
fell (from 61 to 58%) over this period, while the percentage ofWhite par-
ticipants rose (from 25 to 27%). Across the three cohorts, there was also a
signiﬁcant decline in the proportionwith three ormore children (from30
to 23%) and with children over age 12 (from 10 to 7%). Thus, while
Wisconsin's TANF program continues to largely serve very disadvantaged
families, this analysis provides some evidence that the program served a
broader population during the recent prolonged economic downturn.
The shift to a broader population served is even more evident in the
SNAP program, where participation increased almost 180%, from about
52,000 in the second quarter of 2001 to 144,000 in the second quarter of
2010. SNAP serves a larger and more diverse population than TANF, a
tendency that was particularly evident in the most-recent period. For
example, while Milwaukee County accounted for 49% of families served
by SNAP in 2001, this concentration fell to 36% in 2007 and 32% in 2010.
The family structure and race/ethnic composition of SNAP families also
changed. The majority of SNAP families were headed by single mothers
across the cohorts but the proportion decreased over time (from 80 to
66%). In 2001, the same proportion of SNAP families was White or
Table 1
Number and characteristics of TANF and SNAP families with children in the second quarter of the selected years.
TANF families SNAP families
Prime-age parents and minor children Prime-age parents and minor children
2001 2007 2010 2001 2007 2010
N
(% of the entire sample)
8385 7245 13,298 51,641 93,442 143,700
Location
Unknown 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.2
Rural 8.6 9.5a⁎ 10.2c⁎⁎ 22.8 28.4a⁎⁎ 31.3b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Urban 18.7 23.4a⁎⁎ 25.0c⁎⁎ 28.5 35.7a⁎⁎ 37.1b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Milwaukee 72.7 67.1a⁎⁎ 64.7b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 48.7 36.0a 31.5b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Family composition
Two parents 7.3 5.5a⁎⁎ 8.7b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 16.5 20.6a⁎⁎ 27.9b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Single mother 90.0 91.8a⁎⁎ 88.1b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 80.0 74.9a⁎⁎ 66.3b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Single father 2.8 2.8 3.3b⁎c⁎ 3.5 4.4a⁎⁎ 5.8b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Age: Reference person
Under 25 40.8 41.0 41.4 25.6 21.0a⁎⁎ 17.3b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
25–b35 33.7 33.9 38.9b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 43.0 46.2a⁎⁎ 46.6b⁎c⁎⁎
35–b62 25.5 25.2 19.7b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 31.5 32.9a⁎⁎ 36.1b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Race: Reference person
White 24.6 28.3a⁎⁎ 26.6b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 41.4 50.5a⁎⁎ 54.9b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Black 60.5 56.4a⁎⁎ 57.8c⁎⁎ 40.8 29.6a⁎⁎ 23.5b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Hispanic 7.8 8.9a⁎ 9.4c⁎⁎ 8.2 11.6a⁎⁎ 13.5b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Asian 1.9 2.5a⁎⁎ 2.1 3.2 3.0 3.3b⁎⁎
Native-Indian 5.1 3.6a⁎⁎ 3.5c⁎⁎ 6.2 4.8a⁎⁎ 4.1b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Unknown 0.1 0.3a⁎⁎ 0.6c⁎⁎ 0.3 0.4a⁎⁎ 0.8b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Number of children
One 42.1 47.3a⁎⁎ 48.2c⁎⁎ 35.8 39.9a⁎⁎ 40.9b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Two 28.3 29.3 29.1 30.0 30.9a⁎⁎ 31.5b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Three + 29.6 23.4a⁎⁎ 22.8c⁎⁎ 34.3 29.2a⁎⁎ 27.5b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Age of the youngest
Under 2 41.2 46.9a⁎⁎ 41.6b⁎⁎ 23.4 21.8a⁎⁎ 19.3b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
2–5 27.9 24.4a⁎⁎ 33.4b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 37.8 37.8 38.2
6–12 20.9 17.7a⁎⁎ 17.6c⁎⁎ 28.4 28.2 29.7b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
13–b18 10.0 11.0 7.4b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 10.5 12.2a⁎⁎ 12.7b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Source: Linked longitudinal administrative data from the State of Wisconsin CARES, KIDS, and UI systems.
Note: 1) a, b, and c indicate a change between 2001 and 2007, 2007 and 2010, as well as 2001 and 2010.
2) ** and * indicate signiﬁcance at the 0.01 and 0.05 level, respectively.
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increased to 55% and the proportion of Black families decreased to
24%. There was also a decrease in families with three or more children
(from 34 to 28%) and with children under age 2 (from 23 to 19%) be-
tween 2001 and 2010.5.2. Multiple program participation: Cross-program and cross-cohort
comparisons
Table 2 presents other program participation rates for both TANF
and SNAP families in the second quarter of the sample year. Across all
three cohorts, most TANF and SNAP participants also received other
public beneﬁts. The ﬁrst set of columns in Table 2 shows that virtually
all TANF participants also received SNAP beneﬁts (92 to 97%) and MA
(over 98% on their own behalf, and over 97% for their children12).
Subsidized child care was used by about less than one-third of TANF
participants across the three cohorts. Some of the TANF families also re-
ceived cash assistance from SSI, SSDI/SS, and UI beneﬁts across cohorts.
The most substantial change in receipt of these beneﬁts is the increase
of the proportion with UI beneﬁts, from 5% in 2007 to 17% in 2010
(data not available for 2001). In addition to income from these beneﬁts,
about a quarter of TANF families received child support and more than
one-third of TANF families had earnings (as reported to the UI system)12 Theoretically, 100% of childrenonWI TANF should be covered byWisconsinMA. There
are at least two potential reasons why MA participation rates by TANF children were less
than 100% here. First, some children may be covered through their noncustodial fathers'
private health insurance. Second, some children in TANF cases might be involved in the
foster care system. In that case, childrenmust be covered byMA since they are categorical-
ly eligible for MA. However, their MA participation is not tracked by CARES data system.across cohorts, although both proportions with child support and earn-
ings has somewhat decreased over time. Overall, patterns of other pro-
gram receipt show signiﬁcant changes across cohorts.
The second set of columns in Table 2 shows the same results for
SNAP families. While virtually all TANF participants participated in
MA, a substantial proportion of parents in SNAP-receiving families
were not covered by MA (e.g., 83–87% families included a parent cov-
ered by MA). Similar to TANF families, more than 95% of SNAP families
include at least one child covered by MA. As expected, participation in
TANF cash beneﬁts among SNAP families was relatively low and fell
over time (from 16% in 2001, to 8 and 9% in 2007 and 2010, respective-
ly). Use of subsidized child care also fell steadily (from 28 to 19% be-
tween 2001 and 2010). Both SSI and SSDI/SS participation were high
for SNAP families relative to TANF families but SSI participation rates de-
creased over time (from 14 to 12% between 2001 and 2010 for those re-
ceiving SSI for parents and/or their children; about 10% received SSDI/SS
for parents and/or their children). UI beneﬁt receipts for SNAP families
more than doubled between 2007 and 2010 (from 10 to 23%; data not
available for 2001). More than one-third of SNAP families received for-
mal child support (36, 38, and 34% for the 2001, 2007, and 2010 cohorts,
respectively), and about 60% of them had some formal earnings across
the cohorts (64, 63, and 57% for the 2001, 2007, and 2010 cohorts, re-
spectively). However, CS receipt and employment decreased substan-
tially during the economic downturn.
Figure 1 presents patterns of multiple program participation for all
the cohorts across all ﬁve means-tested programs (TANF, SNAP, MA,
SSI, and subsidized child care). The ﬁgure highlights the intensive use
of beneﬁts by TANF families (94% participated in at least three pro-
grams, inclusive of TANF, and over one-third participated in at least
four programs) relative to SNAP families (about 50 to 65% participated
in just one or two programs, inclusive of SNAP). It is also noteworthy
13 It is noticeable that SSI and SSDI/SS participation rates substantially higher in the follow-
ingyears compared to the base year (6 to7% in thebaseyear versus 10 to13% in the following
year). Given the high proportion of disability among TANF parents or their children (Loprest
and Magg, 2009), the increase in SSI and SSDI in the following year is plausible.
14 The decline in child support receipt is partially explained by the increasing proportion
of two parent families, who are less likely to be demographically eligible.
15 Again, the decline in child support receipt is partially explained by the increasing pro-
portion of two parent families, who are less likely to be demographically eligible.
Table 2
Other program participation for TANF and SNAP families in the second quarter of the sample year.
TANF families SNAP families
Prime-age parents and minor children Prime-age parents and minor children
Cohort 2001 2007 2010 2001 2007 2010
N
(% in each category)
8385 7245 13,298 51,641 93,442 143,700
TANF 100.0 100.0 100.0 21.6 10.2a⁎⁎ 9.5b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
TANF: cash 100.0 100.0 100.0 16.2 7.6a⁎⁎ 8.6b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
TANF: service only 0.0 0.0 0.0 5.4 2.6a⁎⁎ 0.9b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
CC (any child covered) 32.3 28.6a⁎⁎ 31.7b⁎⁎ 27.7 25.3a⁎⁎ 19.1b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
SNAP 91.8 94.2a⁎⁎ 97.3b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 100.0 100.0 100.0
MA 99.5 99.7 99.6 97.6 97.9a⁎⁎ 97.5b⁎⁎
MA: parent 98.6 99.4a⁎⁎ 97.8b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 83.2 84.8a⁎⁎ 87.0b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
MA: children 97.6 96.9a⁎⁎ 97.3 96.4 95.9a⁎⁎ 95.4b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
SSI 7.5 7.0 6.1b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 14.4 12.5a⁎⁎ 11.5b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
SSI: parent 4.7 4.2 3.6c⁎ 11.0 7.9a⁎⁎ 6.4b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
SSI: children 3.2 3.0 2.7 4.6 5.5a⁎⁎ 5.9b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
UI beneﬁts n.a. 5.1 17.3b⁎⁎ n.a. 10.7 22.9b⁎⁎
SSDI/SS 8.5 6.9a⁎⁎ 6.4c⁎⁎ 10.0 10.2 10.1
SSDI/SS: parents 5.4 4.2a⁎⁎ 4.1c⁎⁎ 6.8 7.4a⁎⁎ 7.4c⁎⁎
SSDI/SS: children 4.1 3.4a⁎ 2.9c⁎⁎ 5.6 5.7 6.0b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
CS 27.4 28.3 25.9b⁎⁎c⁎ 36.0 38.6a⁎⁎ 34.4b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Earnings 39.6 35.6a⁎⁎ 31.0b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 63.6 62.6a⁎⁎ 57.2b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Source: Linked longitudinal administrative data from the State of Wisconsin CARES, KIDS, and UI systems.
Note: 1) a, b, and c indicate a change between 2001 and 2007, 2007 and 2010, as well as 2001 and 2010.
2) ** and * indicate signiﬁcance at the 0.01 and 0.05 level, respectively.
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stable across the cohorts for TANF families. In contrast, the growing
proportion of SNAP families in the most recent cohort received only
one or two means-tested beneﬁts.
5.3. Disconnection: Comparisons across programs, cohorts, and measures
Wenow turn to an analysis of program participation and disconnec-
tion in the following year. Speciﬁcally, for participants identiﬁed in the
second quarter of 2001, we consider program participation and discon-
nection a year later, in the second quarter of 2002. Similarly, we consid-
er outcomes in 2008 and 2011 for samples drawn in 2007 and 2010,
respectively. The results are summarized in Table 3.
We ﬁrst consider continued participation in the program of initial in-
terest (TANF for initial TANF families and SNAP for SNAP families). We
ﬁnd striking differences across base samples and cohorts. The typical
length of time families receive TANF beneﬁts is relatively short,
although levels of later participation vary over the business cycles.
Among families receiving TANF in the second quarter of 2001, about
42% received TANF cash beneﬁts in the second quarter of the follow-up
year (2002). This ﬁgure fell to 37% for the 2007 cohort and rose to 54%
for the 2010 cohort, suggesting that a relatively large number of families
were served by the TANF program for longer spells during the prolonged
economic downturn. Across all three cohorts of SNAP families, a higher
proportion continued to receive beneﬁts in the second quarter of the fol-
lowing year as compared to TANF participants. This may not be surpris-
ing, given that SNAP participation for families with children is not time
limited. Moreover, as was observed for TANF, extended participation
was more common in the recent cohort of SNAP families; rates of SNAP
participation were 75 to 77% in the second quarter of the follow-up
years for the 2001 and 2007 cohorts, and 87% for the 2010 cohort.
TANF participants generally participated in a number of other pro-
grams in the sample year, when we initially measured TANF participa-
tion, and this pattern persisted in the subsequent year across different
cohorts. In addition, patterns of TANF families' subsequent participation
inmultiple programswere relatively stable for theﬁrst two cohorts com-
pared to the latest cohort, though participation rates varied across pro-
grams. For example, most of the TANF families continued to be covered
by MA in the second quarter of the following year (94, 95, and 96% of
cases from the 2001, 2007, and 2010 cohorts). A growing proportion of
TANF families received SNAP beneﬁts in the second quarter of the nextyear (82, 86, and 93% for the 2001, 2007 and 2010 cohorts, respectively).
In contrast, subsidized child care receipt, which is more likely tied to em-
ployment, continued to decline (from 34 to 31%) over time. SSI and SSDI/
SS receipt remained relatively steady for the ﬁrst two cohorts and then
fell somewhat for the latest cohort (from 12 to 10% for SSI; from 10 to
9% for SSDI/SS).13 UI beneﬁt receipt substantially increased between
the 2007 and the 2010 cohorts (from 6 to 13%; no data available for the
2001 cohort). Considering income sources other than public beneﬁts,
we note that subsequent employment and child support receipt were
fairly stable between the 2001 and 2007 cohorts (35% with CS; 49%
with earnings) and then fell signiﬁcantly by 3 and 8 percentage points,
respectively, for the 2010 cohort.14
Turning to SNAP participants, the second set of columns in Table 3
shows patterns of participation in other programs and employment for
SNAP families in the second quarter of the follow-up year. As we noted
for the sample year, overall participation in othermeans-tested programs
declined somewhat over the cohorts, but the patterns vary by program.
TANF participation fell signiﬁcantly between the 2001 and 2007 cohorts
(from 13 to 7%) and then rose for the 2010 cohort (9%). Subsidized
child care receipt (from 26 to 17%) and SSI (from 15 to 13%) fell over
time, while MA receipt rose (from 90 to 93%). SSDI/SS receipt remained
relatively stable over time (around 11 to 12%). As might be expected, UI
beneﬁt receipt rose signiﬁcantly between the 2007 and the 2010 cohort
(from 9 to 17%; no data available for the 2001 cohort), while formal earn-
ings (from 60 to 58%) and child support receipt (from 39 to 34%) fell for
the 2010 cohort. 15
These different patterns of subsequent beneﬁt receipt across the dif-
ferent base samples have implications for the population of “discon-
nected” participants. As discussed, most deﬁnitions of disconnection
reference receipt of cash assistance and earnings. Figure 2 summarizes
the use of means-tested beneﬁts in the second quarter of the year fol-
lowing the sample year — that is, in the second quarter of 2002, 2008,
and 2011, for participants originally observed in the second quarter of
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Fig. 1.Multiple program participation. Source: Linked longitudinal administrative data from the State of Wisconsin CARES, KIDS, and UI systems.
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shows the proportion receiving no means-tested beneﬁts. The propor-
tion receiving at least one means-tested beneﬁt was stable for TANF
families across the cohorts (95 to 96%), but the proportion for SNAP
families increased slightly for the last cohort (from 93 to 95%).
Table 4 presents the total percentage with any means-tested bene-
ﬁts, and with no means-tested beneﬁts, and disaggregates the second
group into ﬁve mutually exclusive and exhaustive subgroups: those
with earnings; those with UI beneﬁts (but no earnings); those with
SSDI or SS beneﬁts (but no UI beneﬁts or earnings); those with childTable 3
Subsequent program participation for TANF and SNAP families in the second quarter of the fol
TANF families
Prime-age parents and minor children
Cohort 2001 2007 2010
N
(% in each category)
8385 7245 13,298
TANF 50.6 44.7a⁎⁎ 59
TANF: cash 42.1 37.0a⁎⁎ 54
TANF: service only 8.5 7.8 5
CC (any child covered) 34.0 33.1 31
SNAP 82.1 86.0a⁎⁎ 93
MA 94.3 94.8 95
MA: parent 88.2 89.0 91
MA: children 92.3 91.6 92
SSI 11.7 12.7 9
SSI: parent 7.8 8.0 5
SSI: children 4.6 5.4a⁎ 4
UI beneﬁts n.a. 5.5 12
SSDI/SS 10.7 10.5 8
SSDI/SS: parents 7.2 7.3 6
SSDI/SS: children 5.7 5.8 4
CS 35.2 35.4 31
Earnings 48.5 49.1 40
Source: Linked longitudinal administrative data from the State of Wisconsin CARES, KIDS, and
Note: 1) a, b, and c indicate a change between 2001 and 2007, 2007 and 2010, as well as 2001 a
2) ** and * indicate signiﬁcance at the 0.01 and 0.05 level, respectively.support receipts (but no SSDI/SS, UI beneﬁts, or earnings); and those
who were disconnected. Here, “disconnected” refers to those who
have no formal earnings, no recorded income frommeans-tested bene-
ﬁts (TANF, SNAP, SSI) or social insurance (UI or SSDI/SS), are not receiv-
ing subsidized child care or health care, and are not receiving child
support. The percentage disconnected by this deﬁnition falls from 2.6
to 2.1% across the cohorts of TANF families, and from 2.8 to 1.8% across
the cohorts of SNAP families. Overall, we ﬁnd relatively low levels of dis-
connection, especially for themost recent cohort. In part this reﬂects our
expansive measure of program participation.lowing year.
SNAP families
Prime-age parents and minor children
2001 2007 2010
51,641 93,442 143,700
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Fig. 2. Program participation and disconnection: The second quarter of the following year. Source: Linked longitudinal administrative data from the State of Wisconsin CARES, KIDS, and
UI systems.
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Table 5, which summarizes the proportion of disconnected in each sam-
ple, contrasting the results when using the typical measure of discon-
nection (as used by previous studies) with those derived from four
alternative measures of disconnection. If we use a consistent reference
point (in the second quarter of the following year), but apply an increas-
ingly strict deﬁnitionof disconnection, the rates of disconnection continue
to decline. The ﬁrst set of columns in Table 5 presents disconnection rates
by traditional and alternative measures for TANF families. For 2001 TANF
families, 18% are disconnected if we consider only earnings, TANF, and SSI
beneﬁts, but the ﬁgure decreases to 17% if we consider all cash assistance
from TANF, SSI, UI beneﬁts, and SSDI/SS and formal earnings. The ﬁgure
falls more substantially to 6%, if we consider SNAP beneﬁt as sufﬁcient
for a family to be deﬁned as connected; it declines to 3.1% if we addition-
ally considerMA participation sufﬁcient; and it shrinks to 2.6% if we addi-
tionally consider child support income sufﬁcient. For TANF families, most
of ourmeasures suggest that rates of disconnection have fallen over time.
However, bymostmeasures the decline between the ﬁrst and second co-
hort is not statistically signiﬁcant, and in the case of the traditionalTable 4
Income and program participation among those with no means-tested beneﬁts in the second q
TANF families
Prime-age parents and minor children
Cohort 2001 2007 201
N
(% in each category)
8385 7245 13,2
Any means-tested 95.7 96.1
No means-tested 4.3 3.9
0 means-tested with earnings 1.1 1.0
0 means-tested with UI n.a. 0.0
0 means-tested with SSDI/SS 0.1 0.1
0 means-tested with CS 0.5 0.5
Disconnected from all 2.6 2.4
Source: Linked longitudinal administrative data from the State of Wisconsin CARES, KIDS, and
Note: 1) a, b, and c indicate a change between 2001 and 2007, 2007 and 2010, as well as 2001 a
2) ** and * indicate signiﬁcance at the 0.01 and 0.05 level, respectively.measure of disconnection (i.e., no earnings, TANF, or SSI), the rate of dis-
connection grows over the follow-up years of the 2001 and 2007 cohorts
(again, not statistically signiﬁcant). The second set of columns in Table 5,
for the SNAP samples, shows declining rates of disconnection when a
broader set of resources are considered, but both the traditional measure
and the ﬁrst alternative measure (no earnings and no cash assistance),
show some growth in rates of disconnection. The key importance of
SNAP as a “connecting”program is illustrated by the large decrease in dis-
connection with the third measure, which considers SNAP participation
as sufﬁcient for connection (decreasing from 21 to 24% disconnected to
3 to 7%). When we restrict the sample to single-mother families, the re-
sults are basically unchanged (see Table 6).
It should be noted that although the proportion disconnected among
TANF and SNAP families continued to fall over time across most of the
deﬁnitions of disconnection, the number of disconnected families varies
by cohort and base sample due to the changes in the number of partic-
ipants in TANF or SNAP over time. For instance, 1446 families are iden-
tiﬁed as being disconnected whenwe apply the strictestmeasure to the
SNAP families for the 2001 cohort (2.8% of 51,641 SNAP families for theuarter of following year.
SNAP families
Prime-age parents and minor children
0 2001 2007 2010
98 51,641 93,442 143,700
97.0 93.1 93.0 95.2
3.0b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 6.9 7.0 4.8b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
0.4b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 3.4 3.6a⁎ 2.3b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
0.1 n.a. 0.1 0.2b⁎⁎
0.0c⁎ 0.1 0.1 0.1b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
0.3 0.7 0.7 0.4b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
2.1c⁎ 2.8 2.6 1.8b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
UI systems.
nd 2010.
Table 5
Risk of disconnection by alternative measure.
TANF families SNAP families
Prime-age parents and minor children Prime-age parents and minor children
Cohort 2001 2007 2010 2001 2007 2010
N
(% in each category)
8385 7245 13,298 51,641 93,442 143,700
No earnings, TANF or SSI 18.4 18.6 15.6b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 22.1 26.1a⁎⁎ 27.7b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
No earnings or cash beneﬁts 17.3 17.1 13.5b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 21.0 23.9a⁎⁎ 22.8b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
No earnings, cash beneﬁts, or SNAP 5.8 4.5a⁎ 3.3b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 6.8 6.0a⁎⁎ 3.4b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
No earnings, cash beneﬁts, SNAP, or MA 3.1 2.8 2.5c⁎ 3.4 3.3 2.2b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
No earnings, cash beneﬁts, SNAP, MA, or CS 2.6 2.4 2.1c⁎ 2.8 2.6 1.8b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Source: Linked longitudinal administrative data from the State of Wisconsin CARES, KIDS, and UI systems.
Note: 1) a, b, and c indicate a change between 2001 and 2007, 2007 and 2010, as well as 2001 and 2010.
2) ** and * indicate signiﬁcance at the 0.01 and 0.05 level, respectively.
Table 6
Risk of disconnection by alternative measure: Single-mother families.
TANF families SNAP families
Prime-age parents and minor children Prime-age parents and minor children
Cohort 2001 2007 2010 2001 2007 2010
N
(% in each category)
7542 6648 11,709 41,311 70,026 95,264
No earnings, TANF or SSI 18.9 19.0 15.6b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 23.1 28.4a⁎⁎ 30.8b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
No earnings or cash beneﬁts 17.9 17.4 13.6b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 22.1 26.1a⁎⁎ 25.9c⁎⁎
No earnings, cash beneﬁts, or SNAP 5.9 4.7a⁎ 3.3b⁎⁎c⁎⁎ 7.0 6.4a⁎⁎ 3.8b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
No earnings, cash beneﬁts, SNAP, or MA 3.1 2.9 2.5c⁎⁎ 3.4 3.4 2.3b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
No earnings, cash beneﬁts, SNAP, MA, or CS 2.6 2.4 2.1c⁎⁎ 2.7 2.6 1.8b⁎⁎c⁎⁎
Source: Linked longitudinal administrative data from the State of Wisconsin CARES, KIDS, and UI systems.
Note: 1) a, b, and c indicate a change between 2001 and 2007, 2007 and 2010, as well as 2001 and 2010.
2) ** and * indicate signiﬁcance at the 0.01 and 0.05 level, respectively.
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ilies for the 2010 cohort (1.8% of 143,700 SNAP families for the 2010
cohort), even though the percentage decreases. Considering that SNAP
participation rates generally increase in response to an economic down-
turn, the decreasing rate of disconnection in the recent downturn does
not result in a smaller number of disconnected. Our results suggest
that the number of families with prime-age adult(s) and their minor
children with no public assistance or earnings increased during the re-
cent economic downturn.16 The numbers of unduplicated cash payment caseloads in Wisconsin were 15,382 in
2007 and 25,566 in 2010 (Wisconsin Department of Children and Family, W-2 Statistics).
The number families with children under 18 inWisconsinwere about 84,000 in 2007 and
about 107,000 in 2010 (American Community Survey). Data are not available for 2001.6. Discussion and conclusion
This study investigates a range of program participation outcomes,
from intensive multiple program participation to disconnection, by uti-
lizing detailedmicrodata from a single state (Wisconsin). The statewide
population of families with prime-age parents and their minor children
participating in either of two means-tested programs—TANF or SNAP—
was analyzed across three cohorts. This study addresses the charac-
teristics and resources of two economically disadvantaged groups
of families, and documents the sensitivity of the results to a range
of alternative deﬁnitions of disconnection.
Overall, TANF families tend to have very high rates of multiple pro-
gram participation and low rates of subsequent disconnection. In the
sample years (2001, 2007, and 2010), more than one-third participated
in at least four means-tested programs, inclusive of TANF, and more
than 95% participated in at least three. In contrast, most SNAP families
with minor children (50 to 65%) participated in only one or two pro-
grams, inclusive of SNAP. Comparing TANF and SNAP families, TANF
participants had substantially higher rates of participants leaving the
program in the follow-up year, but were less likely to be completely dis-
connected from all public programs and earnings. For both groups, wefound higher persistence, and lower disconnection in the most recent
cohort.
The literature to date suggests that the proportion of low-income
single mother families who are disconnected from work and welfare
as means of ﬁnancial support has been growing in recent years. By con-
trast, we ﬁnd decreasing disconnection rates for both TANF and SNAP
families during the economic downturn across alternative measures of
disconnection, except in the case of SNAP families using the traditional
measure of disconnection. However, our ﬁndings should be interpreted
carefully. Importantly, our base sample is the families with minor chil-
dren who have participated in TANF or SNAP programs at a certain
point in time. InWisconsin, only a small fraction of low-income families
receive TANF; the ratio of TANF families with children to families with
children in poverty was less than 0.18 in 2007 and 0.25 in 2010.16 Al-
though SNAP is available to a broad range families and individuals in
or near poverty, there are still some people who have never received
beneﬁts. Thus, our sample does not include families in Wisconsin who
were poor and likely eligible for beneﬁts but who were not enrolled in
the programs studied at the points in time from which cases were
drawn. In addition, we ﬁnd an increasing disconnection rate for SNAP
families using the typical measure of disconnection (e.g., no TANF, SSI,
or earnings). Considering that our SNAP sample is predominantly com-
posed of low-income single-mother families, this ﬁnding is consistent
with those in the literature on disconnection among low-income single
mothers. Furthermore, although we found lower disconnection rates in
the latest cohort, the number of disconnected has grown across different
deﬁnitions of disconnection due to the signiﬁcant growth in our base
101M. Cancian et al. / Children and Youth Services Review 42 (2014) 91–102sample of both TANF and SNAP families, especially during the recent
economic downturn. Thus, the lower rates of disconnection do not
mean fewer disconnected families.
This study uses data from a single state, Wisconsin, that has devel-
oped rules and requirements for each program which affect participa-
tion and non-participation. For instance, TANF caseloads in Wisconsin
grew substantially between 2007 and 2011 while there was little
change in most other states and decrease in a few states (Pavetti et al.,
2013). Therefore, the results in this study may not be applicable to
other states. Similarly, the lowdisconnection rates resulting from the al-
ternative measures of disconnection are related to the state's practices
in SNAP and MA over the last decade. When we consider SNAP alone
as a connecting program, the disconnection rates decreased by 70 to
80%, for both TANF and SNAP families, across the cohorts relative to
the traditional measure. When we consider MA alone as a connection
program, the disconnection rates declined by 80% (for TANF families)
to 90% (for SNAP families). The ﬁndings imply that a growing number
of families disconnected from cash welfare programs and employment
have been receiving SNAP and are covered by MA in Wisconsin, where
state program rules make SNAP relatively easy to access and where a
generous family-based MA program has been in place since the early
2000s. We would anticipate different results in other states with more
restrictive participation rules.
Despite these limitations, this study provides insights into how to
deﬁne and measure disconnection. In an era of major changes in pro-
gram eligibility, increased state-level and local variation in program
rules and administration, and declining entitlements to cash assistance
for prime-age adults and their children, there is increasing interest in
understanding the “disconnected” population. However, deﬁning and
measuring disconnection is complex. There are a number of important
data and measurement issues, but even putting these aside, the most
appropriate deﬁnition of disconnection depends substantially on the
issue being addressed. For example, a question that motivated some of
the earliest research on the topic is whether families have left a given
safety net program because they are no longer in need, or because
they have become disconnected — that is, they remain eligible and in
need, but have failed to take up the beneﬁt. Families may fail to partic-
ipate due to program rules and restrictions such as a long waiting list,
sanctions, and time-limits, or they may have been discouraged from
accessing the program due to issues including administrative hassles,
or a preference to avoid associated stigma. Addressing this question re-
quires analysts to consider the characteristics and resources of individ-
uals and families who leave a given program, and whether they remain
in need. If all poor “leavers” are deﬁned as disconnected, then rates of
disconnection will be high. Alternatively, if we limit our deﬁnition of
disconnected to those who have no recorded earnings and no public
beneﬁt receipt, rates of disconnection will be much lower, as most fam-
ilies initially connected to a public beneﬁt program continue to receive
some resources, even though theymight beneﬁt from additional partic-
ipation. In sum, given the sensitivity of results to alternative deﬁnitions,
to address critical policy issues related to programparticipation and dis-
connection, analysts will have to carefully identify the right questions,
as well as their best answers.
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